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Abstract 
This thesis examines how socio-historical influences shape the protagonists of 
Virginia Woolfs The Voyage Out (1915) and Mrs. Dalloway (1925)-- Rachel Vinrace 
and Clarissa Dalloway. During the writing of these two novels, attitudes about roles for 
women before and after World War I shifted as pre-war domestic strife was replaced by a 
post-war push to return to normalcy. Throughout the period, imperialist ideology 
demanded that women conform to traditional gender roles by marrying and reproducing. 
Woolf depicts this pressure as it affects her two protagonists. 
In The Voyage Out, the British Empire's imposing presence is exhibited through 
the setting of the fictional colony, Santa Marina; in Mrs. Dalloway, it is felt through the 
prime minister's car and through the capital city of London itself. In both books, Richard 
Dalloway plays the dual role of statesmen and sexual initiator, influencing the decisions 
of both protagonists in their response to marriage. Woolf illustrates how Rachel and 
Clarissa are shaped by their relationships with Dalloway and by their imperial 
environment. 
Woolf also exposes the violation of self provoked by marriage symbolically 
though a "mermaid-like" dress which illuminates the loss of identity caused by Rachel 
and Clarissa's assimilation into cultural dictates. Concurrently, her writing may also 
reveal her own personal struggles as she considered whether to marry Leonard Woolf 
during the writing of The Voyage Out, and as she reflected on her twelve year marriage 
in Mrs. Dalloway. Woolf therefore, as observer and participant, provides insight into the 
way in which social institutions such as marriage are internalised. 
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Spinsters, Lesbians, and Wives: Virginia Woolf and the British Empire 
In Ornamentalism, his study of the British Empire, David Cannadine argues that 
previous historians have underestimated the importance of the domestic social structure 
of the British Empire: "the British Empire was at least as much about the replication of 
sameness and similarities originating from home as it was about the insistence on 
difference and dissimilarities originating from overseas" (xix). Cannadine's premise 
underscores the empire's concern with maintaining a social order in which its subjects 
knew their place domestically as well as abroad. 
In The Voyage Out (1915) and Mrs. Dalloway (1925), Virginia Woolf 
demonstrates the way in which domestic attitudes shape and influence Rachel and 
Clarissa. These two novels, in particular, explore the empire's concern with maintaining 
social order through pressure to marry. In an effort to understand Woolfs socio-historic 
environment, an explanation of what feminist and suffrage organizations were saying 
about women's position just before and after World War I is imperative and is the focus 
of this chapter. 
First, though, it's useful to look at why Woolf, at the time she wrote these two 
novels, was particularly concerned with marriage. While Woolf was writing The Voyage 
Out, for example, her sister, Vanessa, agreed to marry Clive Bell; Virginia was 
devastated with Bell's intrusion between the sisters. In 1909, Virginia had a brief 
engagement with Lytton Strachey, in 1910 she volunteered to work for Women's 
Suffrage, and in 1912, she accepted Leonard Woolfs proposal. Her apprehensions about 
this marriage were revealed in a letter she wrote to him during their courtship: "I feel no 
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physical attraction in you. There are moments-when you kissed me the other day was 
one-when I feel no more than a rock" (Bell 185). In 1923, when Woolf began writing 
Mrs. Dalloway, she had been married for just under twelve years; Quentin Bell describes 
Woolfs mood as introspective: "her feeling, as she approached her forty-first birthday, 
was that life was slipping away" (89). As Woolf reflected over her life, we can assume 
she thought about the sources of her "melancholy" (Bell 89). She describes her intentions 
when she wrote Mrs. Dalloway, "I want to criticise the social system, and show it at work 
at its most intense" (Bell 99). By juxtaposing these two novels, I will show that Woolf 
provides a lens that allows the reader to view how women just before and after the war 
were constructed as imperial subjects who saw marriage as crucial to their identities. She 
introduces the Dalloways, representatives of the British Empire, in The Voyage Out and 
follows that introduction with a critique of their courtship and marriage in Mrs. 
Dalloway. In these two novels, she illustrates how characters internalise their senses of 
self in terms of gender and the need to marry. 
Many of Woolf s novels explore the effects of marriage on women, but The 
Voyage Out and Mrs. Dalloway are linked in particularly interesting ways. The 
Dalloways play a role not only in Mrs. Dalloway, but also in The Voyage Out. In the 
earlier novel, the focus is on Rachel's decision to marry and in Mrs. Dalloway on the 
consequences of marriage. Periodic flashbacks to Clarissa's courtship emphasize the 
contrast between her potential as a young woman and the confined life she leads as wife 
and mother. In both novels pressure to marry is linked also to British Imperialism, 
through Richard Dalloway' s dual role as sexual initiator and statesman. 
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Affecting Woolf as she wrote were three phases, each characterizing a major shift 
in attitudes toward women: pre-war feminist militancy, war-time gender tension, and 
post-war reinforcement of traditional roles. In the early twentieth-century, feminists were 
beginning to tire of their positions in the domestic sphere; with increasing urgency the 
feminist movement began to pressure for political change and the right to vote. In 1911, 
for example, I.D. Pearce "contended that 'contemptuous diatribes against childless 
women' by men created a 'subtle compulsion of a distorted public opinion upon all 
mothers to bear children.' Contrary to their 'professed concern for the continuance of the 
race,' she declared, men's 'true attitude .. toward motherhood' was that of a mere 
breeding machine"' Kent, Suffrage 99). Woolfs writing of The Voyage Out exposes 
feminist concerns with imperialist pressures on women to marry and have children in the 
pre-war era. 
In the late Victorian era and Edwardian period, many issues were on the agenda 
for feminists, but one focal point was repeatedly brought forward as a major concern, the 
treatment of women by men, especially in the context of marriage. Finding that women 
were victimized within the confines of marriage and motherhood, feminists warned 
against the hazards of becoming a wife and mother. Furthermore, they felt that in order 
to enact change, they would have to organise a political movement that would provide 
them with a voice to protect women and afford them with opportunities outside the realm 
of domesticity. During the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, the 
"suffrage movement was inspired by feminists who felt that they were coerced into 
marriage by a social system that denied them other means of material support" (Kent, 
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Suffrage 170). Prominent activists such as Christabel Pankhurst continually warned 
''women of the dangers of marriage" (Kent, Suffrage 87). Women responded by 
organising themselves to create awareness for many issues of violence and oppression 
and "they sought to establish a united sisterhood ready and willing to take up the battle 
against an enemy-the patriarchal system-that was intent on destroying them, and to 
neutralize the threat of men to women" (Kent, Suffrage 171 ). They knew that the only 
way to instigate change in their personal lives was to gain political power and have the 
right to vote. They were met, however, with strong adversaries such as Frederic 
Harrison, an ardent anti-suffragist who believed the possibility of women '"obtaining a 
controlling voice in Parliament' to be nil. 'Physical force would come into play long 
before such a point was reached,"' he threatened (Kent, Suffrage 182). Olive Schreiner 
expressed her fears in a letter to Havelock Ellis in 1884, "in that you are a man I am 
afraid of you and shrink from you." Susan Kingsley Kent concludes that, "her statement 
reflects a profound fear ... that men could not be trusted not to assert their physical 
superiority over women if faced with a challenge ... " (Kent, Suffrage 168). These fears 
were legitimatised in November 1910 when three hundred suffragettes marching on 
Parliament Square were met with attacks from police and bystanders, ''violent and 
indecent treatment" which consisted of being knocked down, kicked, being hit in the face 
with fists, sticks, helmets, and more. David Mitchell, in Queen Christabel writes, 
"clothes were ripped, hands thrust into upper and middle-class bosoms and up expensive 
skirts ... " (qtd. in Kent, Suffrage 174). On Black Friday, as it was eventually named, the 
violent nature which suffragettes believed was inherent in men, became public. 
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The National Anti-suffrage League "based much of its opposition to women's 
suffrage on what became known as the 'physical force' argument" (Kent, Suffrage 180). 
They felt that because the "security of the state rested on the ability of men to defend it 
physically, men were entitled, through their vote, to participate in matters of national 
concern. Women, by virtue of their physical incapacities, were not" (Kent, Suffrage 
180). With the beginning ofWorld War I, these ideas seemed to be confirmed, and voice 
of the suffrage movement was silenced. 
World War I, then, served to reinforce traditional ideas about manhood and align 
them with patriotism and warfare. The most striking aspect of the British armies in 
World War I, was that they were primarily composed of volunteers (Stevenson 47). John 
Stevenson attributes the willingness to fight in the name of England to a whole generation 
who had been reading the "boys' books of G.A.Henty, the Boys' Own Paper, the tales of 
Rider Haggard and best-selling accounts of the Boer War which promoted an image of 
war as both honourable and glorious" ( 49). "It was generally felt," wrote Duff Cooper, 
"that war was a glorious affair and the British always won" (Stevenson 49). Patriotism 
combined with an immense sense of imperial power had been successfully internalised by 
British society, and historian John Keegan writes that it was "a time of intense, almost 
mystical patriotism, and of inarticulate elitism" (Stevenson 50). 
Wartime Britain provoked a shift. Proponents of the war saw the opportunity for 
silencing the suffrage movement. And, indeed, militant feminists who had been 
responsible for emphatically demonstrating their dissatisfaction with the status quo, were 
lured by the demand for their involvement in the war effort. Women were called upon to 
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fill jobs previously performed by the soldiers and, with the encouragement of 
propagandist efforts, to be the 'good' wife and mother for heroic fathers, husbands and 
sons at war. 
Although the war reinforced masculinity in men, that sense of masculinity was 
also undermined when men were "feminised," playing nurturing roles to their comrades 
in battle; similarly, even as women were encouraged to be supportive wives and mothers, 
they found themselves in what had been predominantly male occupations. These women 
enjoyed the freedom and independence of choosing a career and receiving income. Yet 
equally respected by the nation was an overwhelming pressure, reinforced by 
propaganda, to be a 'good' wife and mother. Women were reminded that the men were 
protecting the empire and the women needed to protect the home and family. 
Specifically, they were encouraged to perfect the art of homemaking and 'mind the 
babies' so that the empire would stay well populated. The few feminists who rejected the 
war and its propaganda were marginalized, not only by society, but by previously ardent 
feminists of the pre-war era. 
The sex war, the militant feminists' challenging of traditional gender roles, was 
interrupted by a 'real' war (Kent, Peace 13). Conservative "politicians, writers, and 
critics viewed the war as an antidote to the diseased and decadent state of Edwardian 
society'' (Kent, Peace 13). Some even blamed feminism for the war; Lord Sydenham, for 
example, who felt that the Germans saw England weakening under social unrest, stated 
that "'the violence of the suffragists ... very probably helped the Germans to believe that 
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a country in which educated women perpetrated outrages on churches and public property 
was not in a position to wage war"' (Kent, Peace 14). 
In fact, the 'real' war did overshadow the 'sex war' and rather than continue 
social agitation with suffrage marches, meetings, and letter writings, most women united 
and supported the war effort. The minority of women who did oppose the suspension of 
feminist activities and took the pacifist side have been omitted from official accounts of 
the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies: "Fawcett and Ray Strachey privately 
referred to these women as 'the lunatic section,' 'the wild women of theory,' and 
'poisonous pacifists"' (Kent, Peace 77). The majority of women desperately searched for 
some way in which to contribute their energies and rather than create a distraction from 
the war, they found themselves turning inwardly and "mind[ing] the nation's babies" 
(Kent, Peace 16). 
Traditional feminism shifted to "welfare feminism," which was concerned with 
the alleviation of poverty, the glorification of motherhood, and the welfare of children 
(Jeffreys 150). In November 1914, Dr. Helen Wilson organised a Women's Army to 
train in and teach the arts of homemaking (Kent, Peace 17). "The Shetland society 
reported that 'besides sewing parties we are giving three hours' of instruction daily in 
cooking, bedmaking, etc." (Kent, Peace 17). With the pressure for women to perfect 
home-making skills, welfare feminism created distinct genderized roles for women and 
pushed them into the domestic sphere. 
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Simultaneously, however, there was a need to fill jobs left by soldiers. For 
example, David Lloyd George, minister of munitions, encouraged women to work in the 
munitions factories. Posters urged, "Shells made by a Wife May Save a 
Husband's Life." (Kent, Peace 34) Therefore, the previous dichotomization of gender 
roles weakened under the war's demand; as a result traditional gender identity was 
challenged. Just as women were behaving independently in their roles as career women 
(taking on stereotypically male responsibilities), so too were men described in female 
terms, "collecting the wounded, these battle-hardened men carried them 'tenderly, 
soothing them with the gentleness of women"' (Kent, Peace 38). Kent points out, "the 
terrors of war problematized masculinity, fragmented it, causing men to question their 
relationship to a universal maleness" (38). After the war, this "blurring of genders," a by-
product of the war itself, and the desire to return to a peaceful state, created a society that 
was desperate to return to normalcy. 
Initially, praise for women's work during the war echoed throughout Britain. 
Winston Churchill acknowledged, ''without the work of women it would have been 
impossible to win the war" (Kent, Peace 82). Eventually, however, the praise of 
women's war efforts turned to resentment as the soldiers returned from war. The men 
wanted their jobs back and desired a return to their domain. According to Kent, 
"attempts to return to what was perceived to have been a quieter, happier, more ordered 
time were prodigious. Nowhere is this more evident than in the reconstruction of gender 
after the Great War" (1). In an effort for men and women to exist amicably within 
Wharton-Smith 9 
Britain, clear gender roles were to be encouraged and any pre-war upheaval regarding the 
right to vote needed to be addressed. 
In the post-war era, there was a reinforcement of traditional roles: "a conflict 
between the sexes could not be tolerated; it conjured up images of the battlefield horrors 
that so gripped the country's imagination" (Kent, Peace 91). The combination of pre-war 
domestic strife and inter-war turbulence encouraged a peaceful post-war existence. 
Therefore, women were pacified by public appreciation for their work during the war and 
pressured to stifle their insistence for power after the war. 
Fearing that political tremors within the feminist movement would challenge the 
foundations of British society, political leaders sought to appease any lingering suffrage 
attitudes with the right to vote. The vote was granted as politicians feared a resurgence of 
violence from militant feminist groups (Kent, Peace 10). In 1918, the 
Representation of the People Bill gave men the vote on the basis ofresidence of 
premises, and grant of universal manhood suffrage. It restricted the vote to those 
women who were householders or the wives of householders, and had attained the 
age of thirty, enfranchising some six million out of eleven million adult women. 
The age requirement served to ensure that women would not enjoy a majority 
over men. (Kent, Suffrage 221) 
Most feminists embraced this small step towards liberation and viewed it as a reward for . 
their war efforts. 
After the war, there was an overwhelming desire among men and women to 
coexist peacefully within the confines of very clearly defined sex roles. Marriage became 
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the foundation on which this peaceful coexistence could thrive. With attitudes of"mind 
the babies" still reverberating throughout England, pressure to repopulate the empire was 
evident. Thus, attention to marriage and the sexual relationships between men and 
women became very popular. Kent writes that "as marriage and marital sex bore the 
brunt of restoring social harmony in post war Britain, sex manuals-how-to-guides to 
conjugal fulfilment became best-sellers" (109). 
Kent argues that the feminist movement during and after the Great War contrasted 
sharply with the pre-war period as the face of feminism shifted from "old 
feminism" to "new feminism." "Old feminists," who emphasised equality between men 
and women, were drowned out by the growing popularity of the "new feminists," who 
believed in traditional gender roles and asked only for government stipends to support 
motherhood. Marriage and motherhood, they claimed, should be recognized as 
legitimate occupations and therefore monetarily rewarded. Eventually, new feminism 
"could not sustain itself as a distinct political, social, and economic movement, and soon 
was swallowed up and disappeared, along with many of the gains women had won" 
(Kent, Peace 13 7). Kent concludes that "by the end of the 1920s, feminism as a distinct 
political and social movement had become insignificant" (4). 
Changes in the women's movement, as well as gender confusion during the war 
and the pressure to return to normalcy immediately after, thus reinforced the idea that 
marriage was the only viable option for women. But even before World War I, at the 
height of the suffrage movement, there was tremendous pressure on women to marry. If 
women remained unmarried, either because they chose to or because they were lesbians, 
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they were viewed as a threat to social stability. Spinsterhood and the feminist movement 
were politically intertwined, and during the height of the suffrage movement, Sir 
Alamroth Wright, M.D. warned in The Times in 1912, that the '"mental disorder' 
displayed by those 'mixed up with the woman's movement' was a product of 'the 
physiological emergencies' experienced by 'our excess female population,' those who, 
denied husbands, were 'sexually embittered' and 'incomplete"' (Kent, Suffrage 203). 
Another commentator suggested emigration as a solution, "We must restore by an 
emigration of women that natural proportion between the sexes in the old country and in 
the new ones, ... " (Jeffreys 87). The threat of a population dominated by women was of 
great concern so that some of the governing-class actually suggested exportation of single 
women. These suggestions also imply the need to re-populate the world with the ruling 
class as British women would be placed in "new" countries and could guarantee the 
stability of the empire. Therefore, the recommendations served a dual role, rid England of 
"surplus" women and maintain imperial power through English lineage. 
Sexology was a new discipline that emerged in the late nineteenth century and 
slowly developed momentum with its height of popularity after the war. Sexology 
incited a social change that enhanced societal pressure to marry. Havelock Ellis, one of 
the fathers of sexology, argued "there were innate biological differences between the 
sexes, sexual relationships between women and men should take the form of male 
dominance and female submission," and that motherhood was the natural goal of all 
normal women (Jeffreys 129). 
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An unmarried woman, in fact, was seen as some sort of sexual deformity. 
Spinsters were described as "barren" or as a "withered tree" devoid of sexuality or 
lacking of "sex attraction," and associated with "sterility, destructiveness and anti-life 
values" (Jeffreys 95). Walther Heape's Sex Antagonism describes '"two classes of 
women,' the wife and the spinster who have 'quite different aims in life.' He viewed 
unmarried women as 'waste products of our female population"' (qtd. in Jeffreys 143). 
These repeated descriptions of unmarried women only assisted in reinforcing societal 
pressures on women to marry. 
Even more threatening was the idea of inversion, female homosexuality. 
Lesbianism and the suffrage movement became politically intertwined. Stella Browne, 
author of "Sexual Variety and Variability among Women," argued that it was repressed 
lesbianism that drove the feminist movement (Jeffreys 119). Iwan Bloch, a sexologist, 
also linked feminism to ''virile homosexual women" (Jeffreys 108). And the security of 
the empire became the issue as Jeffreys points out: "the great dangerousness of 
lesbianism was its purported role in destroying civilisations." According to one MP, 
"these moral weaknesses date back to the very origin of history and caused the fall of 
both Greece and Rome" (Jeffreys 115). Another MP warned that lesbianism could cause 
"our race to decline," and yet another cautioned of"the danger posed to husbands who 
might lose their wives to the wiles of the lesbian" (Jeffreys 115). 
Both The Voyage Out and Mrs. Dalloway deal with these cultural pressures to 
marry. Virginia Woolf wrote The Voyage Out between 1907 (when her original draft, 
Melymbrosia, was begun) and 1912, though it was not published until 1915. Louise 
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De Salvo describes Woolf s writing of Melymbrosia as a novel that "bristles with social 
commentary and impresses the reader with Virginia Stephen's engagement with the most 
significant political issues of her time" (xix). Woolf confronts topics such as the 
suffrage movement, the effect of the declining birth rate upon empire, colonialism and its 
origins, (DeSalvo xix). The Voyage Out continues this examination of the effects of an 
imperialist society on women; Woolf presents Rachel Vinrace against the backdrop of 
political pressures that shape her attitudes about marriage. 
Woolf began writing The Hours. eventually titled Mrs. Dalloway, in September, 
1923 and completed the novel in October the following year. By juxtaposing Clarissa 
Dalloway's rebellious youth before the war with her conventional attitudes after the war, 
Woolf presents the transition from old feminism to new. Clarissa's repression oflesbian 
desire in order to assimilate into the establishment illustrates the power of socialization 
dictated by the Empire. And, Miss Kilman's representation as lesbian and spinster 
demonstrates the marginalization which occurs when one counters patriarchal dictates. 
Before, during, or after World War I, women who challenged the institution of 
marriage tended to be seen as serious threats to the empire and marginalized. Women 
internalised these attitudes and defined themselves within the domestic sphere of wife 
and mother. During World War I, women were briefly permitted to step out of the 
boundaries of gender roles to support the empire, but after the war when the empire was 
no longer threatened, gender hierarchy was re-established. In the post-war era, most 
women embraced their obsequious position in Britain; they had served their country and 
now they would serve their husbands. 
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The Voyage Out: Woolf's Exploration oflmperial Conquest 
Given the pressures on women to marry before and during World War I, it's not 
surprising that Woolf, writing The Voyage Out between 1907 and 1912, depicts a young 
woman socially manipulated into accepting marriage as her future. Alex Zwerdling 
describes Woolf as having "social vision" and goes on to add that she explores the 
"complex sense of how historical forces and societal institutions influence the behavior of 
the people she describes in her fictional and nonfictional work."(3). Woolf follows 
Rachel from her initiation into imperial consciousness by Richard's kiss until her death; 
she also provides an examination of Rachel's socialization process and how other 
characters either contribute to or attempt to dissuade her from decisions within the novel. 
The setting of The Voyage Out is an island, Santa Marina, a fictional British 
colony in South America. This setting suggests Woolfs interest in the way traditional 
ideas about gender and empire intersect. In fact, the novel explores the way standard 
discourse about imperialism often involves metaphors about gender, including 
"descriptions of colonial exploration and conquest as the penetration of virgin lands, and 
to the feminized representations of colonized men" (Midgeley qtd. in Johnson 126). 
Woolf reinforces Rachel's predicament by placing her in an environment that mirrors her 
(Rachel's) own oppression. Woolf describes Santa Marina as " ... a virgin land behind a 
veil. Here a settlement was made; women were imported; children grew. All seemed to 
favor the expansion of the British Empire" (88). As ''virgin land," Santa Marina 
epitomizes the way Europe conceptualized the territory it saw as ripe for colonization. Its 
very name, which translates as "sainted marine life," suggests both its purity and its 
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femininity. And by emphasizing its link to sea, the name also anticipates Rachel's role as 
mermaid, who, robbed of her possessions, will reflect the oppression and exploitation of 
colonies such as Santa Marina. 
Jane Cummins states that The Voyage Out "demonstrates how the native 
inhabitants of Santa Marina, silenced and overshadowed, reflect Rachel's similar 
marginalization by patriarchal culture as well as point to her participation in those 
imperialist structures" (Cummins 205). The Voyage Out explores social expectations, 
and how characters respond to their roles based on gender. Some characters find security 
in knowing that people are in their places; this security is appealing to Rachel as she 
explores possibilities for her future. Several characters offer advice and attempt to guide 
Rachel into marriage, which is tempting to her because it offers this security. Zwerdling 
describes Woolfs writing as ''tracing forces in the world around us that shape the life of 
any responsive human being; ... a power outside ourselves that can coerce us into 
unwilled actions and responses" (3). Rachel is "coerced" to accept the institution of 
marriage; her behaviour reflects the meaning of her name, "female sheep" when she 
eventually begins courtship, or "follows the flock"-a society that endorses marriage 
(Fergusson 192). 
The Dalloways are the first to introduce Rachel to a socially dictated sense of 
order. Clarissa represents the ideal wife and mother and Richard, as a politician, 
exemplifies British imperial values, both domestically and abroad. Richard describes 
what he expects and appreciates in his wife: "I have been able to come home to my wife 
in the evening and to find that she has spent her day in calling, music, play with the 
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children, domestic duties .. " he goes on to clearly explain their polarized roles, stating, 
"I never allow my wife to talk politics" (65). He extends this attitude into society by 
stating, "we citizens are parts of that machine; some fulfill more important duties. Yet if 
the meanest screw fails in its task, the proper working of the whole is imperilled" ( 66). 
The Dalloways obviously don't want to disrupt this social order so they encourage others 
to become part of this machine. Richard and Clarissa unite in an effort to lure Rachel 
into their view of social norms and away from music. First, Clarissa insults Rachel's art, 
"I don't think music's altogether good for people-I'm afraid not ... too emotional" (48) 
and then Richard enters Rachel's music room and sits ''upon Bach"-physically 
suppressing her art (75). Shortly thereafter, Clarissa leaves Rachel and Richard alone 
together. Richard entices Rachel by introducing "the great facts [of]. . .love" and then 
kissing her. 
Reinforcing their emphasis on conventional marriage as the only source of 
happiness, Clarissa begins to read Jane Austen's Persuasion aloud to Rachel. Austen's 
novel focuses on the courtship plot and its very title contributes to the sense that Richard 
and Clarissa are attempting to persuade Rachel to the advantages of marriage. Although 
Rachel insists that she doesn't care for Austen, Richard and Clarissa are determined to 
change her mind. When Richard inquires, "And how have you improved the shining 
hour? Have you become a convert?" one could suggest that this query poses a dual 
meaning, one for now appreciating the writing of Austen and second for accepting 
marriage as part of her future (63). 
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Rachel's first sexual experience is with Richard, a husband and statesman, a 
manifestation of marriage and empire who endorses female oppression in terms 
reminiscent of Kent's comment that "institutions-marriage-enslaved women and 
provided a protective cover under which men were able to indulge their sexual 
proclivities in violation of the very terms of their profession, be it husband, doctor, 
lawyer, or Member of Parliament" (22). In order to reinforce his power over Rachel 
physically as well as intellectually, Richard makes clear Rachel's position. In one of the 
conversations between Rachel and Richard, Rachel exclaims, "I know nothing!" and 
Richard responds, "It's far better that you should know nothing" (65). "Richard," a name 
which means "ruler," emphasizes his belief in social order dictated by gender codes to 
justify his superior position as husband and father. 
Although it has been generally accepted that Rachel's engagement to Terence is 
what leads to her death, I believe that Rachel's ill health originates with her contact with 
Richard. His kiss causes a "chill of the mind"-inability to think for herself--and then a 
"chill of the body"-a figurative physical death. Until the moment that Rachel kisses 
Richard, she has been content with her life and healthy, but after this "consummation," 
her health begins to deteriorate: Rachel's "head was cold, her knees shaking, and the 
physical pain of the emotion was so great" (76). Her subconscious cannot seem to leave 
behind this threatening experience which results in nightmares: "The walls behind him 
oozed with damp, which collected into drops and slid down" (77). This nightmare right 
after the kiss resembles Rachel's feverish state prior to her death: "The bricks of which 
the wall was made oozed with damp, which collected into drops and slid down the wall" 
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(331). Woolf describes Rachel's figurative and literal death with the same language. 
Obviously Rachel's interaction with Richard has a major psychological impact on her. 
Clarissa Dalloway's role exemplifies the polarized roles played by men and 
women in the traditional view of marriage. She serves Richard in Rachel's conversion 
into the acceptance of courtship. Clarissa regards Richard with great admiration and 
describes her good fortune in having him for a husband, "I often wonder, .. whether it is 
really good for a woman to live with a man who is mor'1-llY her superior~ as Richard is 
mine" (52). She goes on to compare her mother's feelings for Christ with her own 
feelings for Richard. This comparison illustrates Clarissa's own admission that Richard's 
standing in this world is far superior to her own. Woolf undermines Clarissa's 
admiration, however, with the irony that Richard betrays Clarissa by kissing Rachel. 
And, yet, could it be possible that Clarissa would approve, compromising her relationship 
with Richard in order to convert a potential wife and mother for the empire? 
Woolfs personification of the ship, Euphrosyne, is a reflection of Rachel's 
oppression. The aggression of Richard's kiss provokes a feeling of violence, just as the 
ship, "rang with cries; men jumped on to her; her deck was thumped by feet" ( 69). 
Immediately after the ship is pursued by "two sinister grey vessels, low in the water, 
.one closely following the other ... seeking their prey" (69,87). The two ships mirror 
Clarissa and Richard's positions as predators as "one" (Clarissa) "closely" follows the 
"other" (Richard) in an attempt to dominate their "prey'' (Rachel). The Dalloways are 
united in their effort to subjugate Rachel to the ever-powerful empire. Clarissa, in order 
to secure Rachel's initiation into courtship, presents Austen's Persuasion with "her name 
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and address on the flyleaf' (78). According to Susan Stanford Friedman, "This gift 
replicates the persuasive effect the Dalloways have had on the bedazzled Rachel in 
inducting her into the social order of British family and empire" (108). 
The Dalloways' departure incites Helen's sudden interest in Rachel. Helen 
recognizes Rachel's vulnerable state and considers how she might be able to shape and 
influence her future. She views Rachel as, "an easy prey" and "devised a kind of 
trap" (79). When Rachel describes her kiss with Richard and how much it upset her, 
Helen responds coolly, "I'm rather jealous, I believe, that Mr. Dalloway kissed you and 
encourages Rachel to accept the passive role when pursued by men and continues 
explaining the inevitability of male pursuit: "Men will want to kiss you, just as they'll 
want to marry you .. .It's like noticing the noises people make when they eat, or men 
spitting; or, in short, any small thing that gets on one's nerves" (81). Helen's explanation 
sets up distinct social codes for men and women--men are the aggressors and women 
must accept their passive role and marry--but her description also reveals that regardless 
of the revulsion one may feel about male aggressiveness or marriage, one must comply. 
Rachel becomes unnerved by these revelations which "hewed down great blocks which 
had stood there always, and the light which came in was cold ... her life ... made dull 
and crippled for ever" (82). She had been sheltered on the Euphrosyne, protected from 
social influences; it is Helen who becomes Rachel's guide as she endorses the imperial 
view that women should marry and procreate. 
After this conversation, Helen decides that she must provide her niece with more 
direction. Helen, as wife and mother, becomes a representative of social institutions 
Wharton-Smith 20 
regarding women's future. She is "determined to have the girl to stay with her, even if 
she had to promise a complete course of instruction in the feminine graces .. she's a nice 
quiet girl, devoted to her music-a little less of that would do no harm ... " (86). Rachel 
recoils from Helen's offer: "she was beset by doubts, and more than once regretted the 
impulse which had entangled her with the fortunes of another human being" (86). Aunt 
Helen's guidance is successful as it inevitably leads Rachel to marriage, although it also 
results in Rachel's destruction. 
Rachel is socialized not only by her Aunt Helen, but also by St. John Hirst's 
misogynistic view of women. His repulsion at young women such as Rachel undermines 
her confidence to make decisions about her future. Unfortunately, Helen enlists the 
assistance of St. John Hirst to "educate" Rachel. Helen describes Rachel's philosophy 
about life, "She changes her view oflife about every other day" (163). Rather than 
accepting Rachel's uncertainty, Helen views Rachel as flighty because she doesn't come 
to the same conclusions about life as she does. Helen not only dismisses Rachel's ability 
to navigate through life, but insults her own capabilities by explaining to St. John, "I've 
been doing what I can but .. .I am a woman ... Why shouldn't you talk to her-explain 
things to her?" (163). 
St. John's assistance with Rachel parallels his relationship with Terence. As 
Terence's closest friend, he advises him on many topics including women and society. 
St. John, then, guides both Rachel and Terrence in their understanding oflife. This 
understanding of life does not give women an important or independent role. During a 
conversation with Terrence, St. John makes very apparent his attitudes about women, 
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''They're so stupid," to which Terence responds, "I suppose they are stupid?" and when 
St. John refers to Rachel and Helen, he states, "They were much like other women, .. 
They always are" (107). 
St. John's misogyny and intellectual snobbery typify male elitist attitudes just 
before World War I, as expressed by some of Woolf s own Cambridge-educated friends, 
including Strachey: whom Hirst clearly resembles. When Woolfs brother-in-law, Clive 
Bell, criticized Woolfs depiction of men in Melymbrosi~ an early draft of The Voyage 
Out, she responded: 
Your objection, that my prejudice against men makes me didactic 'not to say 
priggish,' has not quite the same force with me; .. a man in the present state of the 
world, is not a very good judge of his sex; and a 'creation' may seem to him 
'didactic.' .. as difficult as to ignore the opinion of one's probable readers-I 
think I gather courage as I go on. The only possible reason for writing down all 
this, is that it represents roughly a view of one's own. My boldness terrifies me 
(Q. Bell 211). 
Rachel's relationship with Hirst thus echoes in some ways Woolfs own relationship with 
male members of her circle, which in turn echoes the "sex war" described by Kent. 
Certainly, the misogynistic views ofWoolfs contemporaries are represented in 
the character of St. John who is linked to the governing class by his Oxbridge education. 
His sexism is linked to imperialism by his tendency to establish hierarchal distinctions 
among the guests in Santa Marina. St. John categorizes by placing characters into circles. 
He places Mr. and Mrs. Hughling Elliot, Mr. and Mrs. Thornbury and Miss Allan in one 
Wharton-Smith 22 
circle, Miss Susan Warrington, Mr. Arthur Venning, Mr. Perrott, and Miss Evelyn 
Murgatoyd in another, Terence and himself in another, and finally the natives in a circle 
by themselves. Clearly, St. John, as a member of the upper class, sets up divisions that 
indicate class distinction. He furthers the rigidity of class division by explaining to 
Terence that you may "try to get out, but you can't. You only make a mess of things by 
trying" (107). 
While the Dalloways, Helen, and Hirst all push Rachel toward seeing herself in 
conventionally gendered terms, it's Terence whose impact is more complex, though 
ultimately equally negative. Though affected by St. John's self-confidence, Terence 
Hewet has a more ambivalent sense of self and continually struggles with his attitude 
about marriage and Rachel. When considering his attitude about marriage, for example, 
"he knew many different married couples; but he saw them always, walled up ... on the 
other hand, when he began to think of unmarried people, he saw them active in an 
unlimited world;" (241). He continues his analysis of the married and unmarried by 
considering the lives of men and women, "All the most individual and humane of his 
friends were bachelors and spinsters; .. marriage seemed to be worse for them than it 
was for men" (241 ). He considers the couples in the hotel and acknowledges that their 
marriages are devoid of any true intimacy and looks for an alternate solution to his 
relationship with Rachel. Rather than be pressured to marry, he contemplates another 
option, having a committed relationship without marriage: "I worship you, but I loathe 
marriage, I hate its smugness, its compromise; and the thought of you interfering in my 
work, hindering me; what would you answer?" (244). He imagines this type of 
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relationship as a liberating experience for not only himself, but for Rachel as well. He 
envisages, "Oh, you're free! ... and I'd keep you free. We'd be free together" (244). As 
much as this idea appeals to Terence, he eventually succumbs to society's dictates and 
pressures Rachel into marriage. 
Woolf allows Terence to articulate some of her own views on how people are 
socially conditioned, though his actions reflect rather than contradict this conditioning. 
Terence clearly entertains anti-establishment values such as living together, and in this 
passage he has the ability to transcend his socialization and presents an accurate 
description of the position of women. When Rachel talks to Terence about her inability 
to be straightforward with St. John, Terence responds by describing men and women and 
their differences: 
The respect that women, even well-educated, very able women, have for men, .. 
I believe we must have the sort of power over you that we're said to have over 
horses. They see us three times as big as we are or they'd never obey us. For 
that very reason, I'm inclined to doubt that you'll ever do anything even when 
·you have the vote .. .It'll take at least six generations before you're sufficiently 
thick-skinned to go into law courts and business offices. Consider what a bully 
the ordinary man is, .. the business with a family to bring up and a certain 
position to maintain. And then, of course, the daughters have to give way to the 
sons; the sons have to be educated; they have to bully and shove for their wives 
and families, and so it all comes over again. And meanwhile there are women in 
the background .. (212-213). 
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Terence demonstrates his understanding of the cultural constraints imposed on men and 
women within Britain. He describes cultural attitudes that equate women to horses: yet 
he continues by articulating arbitrary gender codes that dictate the lives of men and 
women. Terence's point that it will take "six generations" to bring change, implies that 
cultural attitudes, not biological limitations, are what impede women. 
Terence insists to Rachel that he is not aggressive like other men, yet as the novel 
progresses, Terence's actions may belie his declaration. Rachel experiences her 
engagement as an act of violence. When she explores the island with Terence, she 
receives a mysterious blow which causes her to lose consciousness: "A hand dropped 
abrupt as iron on Rachel's shoulder; it might have been a bolt from heaven. She fell 
beneath it ... " Their engagement, then, becomes a violent initiation into marriage where 
Rachel is the victim (283). Woolf neglects to identify who or what has inflicted the blow, 
but what is significant is that it occurs concurrently with her engagement to Terence. 
Once Rachel regains consciousness, she sees both Terence and Helen hovering above her. 
Helen's presence after this violent induction into marriage underscores her role as 
matchmaker, "Over her loomed two great heads ... both were flushed, both laughing and 
the lips were moving; they came together and kissed in the air above her .. one vast 
wave" of confusion as "she could not remember who they were" (284). After the blow, 
Rachel's behaviour resembles one who is suffering from amnesia, "After a silence she 
asked, looking up into the sky, 'Are we on the deck of a steamer on a river in South 
America? Am I Rachel, are you Terence?" (289). Her engagement with Terence "that 
dropped as abrupt as iron" has affected her memory and therefore her ability to reason. 
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This passage describing the interaction of Rachel, Terence, and Helen is 
ambiguous; Mitchell A. Leaska has described it as the "strangest of any in Virginia 
Woolf s fiction" (Smith 136). Patricia Juliana Smith compares this version of events with 
Woolf s earlier drafts and concludes that with each subsequent writing, the passage 
becomes more linguistically diluted in terms of sexual tension. She is not referring to the 
sexual tension between Terence and Rachel, but rather between Rachel and Helen. In the 
holograph, Smith writes, "Terence's absence, removes every trace of heterosexuality" 
and "Rachel offers an almost apologetic explanation for her .. engagement" and the 
violent blow upon Rachel's shoulder is substituted for a playful rolling on the grass with 
Helen (137). Louise DeSalvo explains that, "Woolfs tendency, as she got closer to 
publication, was to blunt the clarity" (xiv). Smith acknowledges, "Given the legal 
restrictions and social inhibitions of time, such self-censorship, .. .is surely 
understandable" (137). 
Although the holograph with its depiction of lesbian tensions between Helen and 
Rachel enhances our understanding ofWoolfs possible intentions, it is Woolfs final 
version of The Voyage Out that merits a final analysis in terms of Helen's role within the 
novel. Smith blames Helen for the violent thrust on Rachel's shoulder and acknowledges 
that by placing Helen and Terence together hovering over Rachel, Woolf makes them 
"co-predator[s]" (134). Although in the published novel, the perpetrator's identity is 
elusive, the violence occurs in association with Terence and Rachel's promise to marry. 
Her engagement to Terence, like her kiss with Richard, renders Rachel "senseless." As 
the threat of marriage becomes more and more of a reality, Rachel's health suffers. 
Wharton-Smith 26 
Once Terence and Rachel are engaged, Terence's behaviour towards Rachel 
becomes more and more dominant and his insistence that he is not like other men, who 
bully their way through life, becomes increasingly questionable. His intimidating 
behaviour climaxes when he demands that Rachel answer congratulatory notes. First, he 
announces that they will have two children, a boy and a girl: and then he proceeds to 
describe the type of upbringing they will have. When Rachel insists that her son should 
in no way resemble St. John, Terence insists on admiring him, asking, ''where should we 
all be without him and his like?" (294). Later, Terence, inspecting Rachel's appearance, 
comments, "' ... but what I like about your face is that it makes one wonder what the 
devil you're thinking-it makes me want to do that-' He clenched his fist and shook it so 
near her that she started back"' (298). Even as he announces how wonderful their 
marriage will be, Terence imposes himself on her, catching "her in his arms as she passed 
him, and they fought for mastery, imagining a rock, and the sea heaving beneath them. 
At last she was thrown to the floor, where she lay gasping, and crying for mercy" (298). 
In 1913, Christabel Pankhust warned "marriage is intensely dangerous" and 
described the inherently violent nature of men; she, in fact, recommended that women not 
marry (Zwerdling 176). And, Zwerdling acknowledges that Woolf "writes with obvious 
involvement about women's fear of male aggression" (170). When kissed by Richard, 
Rachel experiences chills and pain resulting in nightmares. Upon acceptance of 
marriage, Rachel receives a blow to the shoulder causing her to lose consciousness and an 
amnesia-like confusion. Finally, when Terence begins dictating Rachel's future life as 
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wife and mother, she is frightened by a clenched fist, and is violently thrown to the 
ground. With each step towards marriage, Rachel's health is increasingly jeopardized. 
Although Rachel is surrounded by marriages she recognizes are unsatisfying, her 
attempts to articulate a role for herself as an independent woman fail. Crucial to an 
understanding of this failure are the visits she makes just before her engagement, to three 
woman who attempt to provide direction: Alice Flushing, Evelyn Murgatoyd, and Miss 
Allan. Patricia Juliana Smith notes the importance of these interchanges and argues that 
the interactions between Evelyn and Miss Allan are fraught with lesbian undertones, 
although she omits Rachel's first visit with Alice Flushing thus neglecting its 
significance. Mrs. Flushing's invitation is the first of three that demands analysis. Mrs. 
Flushing questions, "Which d'you like best, Mr. Hewet or Mr. Hirst" and warns that 
"both frightened her, but one frightened her more than the other," (234). Finally, Mrs. 
Flushing points "at the door with a superb forefinger so that Rachel had to lead the way'' 
(236). Though Mrs. Flushing urges Rachel's independence, she too is implicated by her 
exploitation of the natives of Santa Marina. DeSalvo points to the Flushing's excursion 
as an opportunity to buy crafts from the natives and sell the items in England at inflated 
prices (xvii). Therefore, although Mrs. Flushing may through a symbolic gesture 
encourage independence, her own association with colonialism contradicts this 
independence. Mrs. Flushing presents conflicting messages about Rachel's place in 
society; thus Mrs. Flushing embodies a realistic view of an imperial society riddled with 
contradictions. 
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The next person that Rachel visits is Evelyn Murgatoyd, who provokes a series of 
discussions regarding political reform and marriage. Evelyn's attempts to rouse any 
political fervour on issues like suffrage seem to be ignored by Rachel. Out of frustration 
at her failure to incite any genuine reaction from Rachel, Evelyn asks, "Do you believe in 
anything?" (249). Distracted, Rachel views a photograph of Evelyn's mother and says, 
"Well, I don't much believe in her" (250). Unfazed by Rachel's insult, Evelyn details the 
relationship of her unmarried parents: "They weren't married, you see; ... They loved 
each other anyhow, and that's more than most people" (250). Evelyn's recognition that 
her parents loved each other, although unmarried, provides Rachel with another 
alternative to her culturally imposed courtship with Terence. 
Finally, filled with immense frustration at Rachel's seemingly overwhelming 
apathy, Evelyn demands, '"What is it you want? ... You make me feel as if you were 
always thinking of something you don't say ... Do say it!' But Rachel made no response 
to this invitation either" (251 ). Rachel's confusion and inability to communicate are 
symptomatic of a woman faced with such liberal ideas against a backdrop that dictates 
imperial loyalty. When encouraged to consider her own direction in life and ideas 
outside the bounds of cultural constraints, Rachel reacts with conditioned responses: "I 
suppose you'll marry one of them" (251). Smith views Evelyn and Rachel's interaction 
as potentially lesbian in that Evelyn's hand on Rachel's knee signifies an invitation to a 
sexual relationship. This interpretation reinforces a sense that Evelyn's role is to provide 
opportunities of which Rachel appears to be unaware. It seems Evelyn's openness about 
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life has intimidated and forced Rachel to rely on cultural expectations demanding that 
women should marry rather than entertain the notion of other pursuits, political or sexual. 
Finally comes Miss Allan's invitation; after saying "I don't believe you've ever 
been in my room," Miss Allan "turned away as if she meant Rachel to follow her" (252). 
Rachel accepts the invitation, "for it seemed possible that each new person might remove 
the mystery which burdened her" (252). Clearly, Rachel seeks direction, and Miss Allan 
attempts to provide it. Initially, Miss Allan acknowledges that her invitation is "out of 
kindness, ... she liked young women, for she had taught many of them" (252). Miss 
Allan's position as writer and instructor of young women reinforces her role as guide 
who inquires, "Is that [literature] the kind of thing that interests you?" (253). Similarly, 
like Mrs. Flushing and Evelyn, we see Miss Allan's assisted search for what it is that 
Rachel wants out oflife. Before receiving an answer, however, Miss Allan asks Rachel 
to try a piece of preserved ginger. Rachel insists that she wouldn't like ginger; after a bit 
of pressing Rachel does sample some. This interchange figuratively symbolizes Miss 
Allan's role of inspiring adventure and setting an example, "I make it a rule to try 
everything" (254). During this discussion, Miss Allan prepares herself to go out and in 
the process selects "the parti-coloured button of a suffrage society" (257). Miss Allan is 
the quintessential spinster: she is an older single woman content with career and position 
in life. Her association with the suffrage society reinforces her position as feminist and 
offers Rachel another alternative to marriage. 
The three women attempt to provoke Rachel's consideration for her future by 
presenting their own views. We have the contradictory role of Mrs. Flushing as offering 
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independence as well as complicity with colonialism. Then, there is Evelyn, who 
considers her future in terms of social awareness and the feminist movement. Finally, 
Miss Allan epitomises the single woman who has successfully navigated her own way as 
a writer, bypassing cultural pressures to marry. Unfortunately, Rachel feels that "it had 
been miserable from start to finish .... All day long she had been tantalized and put off' 
(258). A response to her desire for someone to "remove the mystery which burdened 
her" has been offered, but social constraints have blinded her to the invitations of the 
three women. 
Richard, Clarissa, Helen, St. John, and Terence have had the strongest impact on 
the shaping of Rachel's views; her internalization of conventionality has obscured her 
ability to consider Evelyn and Miss Allan's proposed lifestyles as a possible future. In 
1915, Evelyn and Miss Allan represent the minority of women who were involved in the 
feminist movement. One may question how Evelyn and Miss Allan have escaped social 
pressures to marry and consider other options. Perhaps Evelyn is able to step outside of 
social constraints because of the example set by her parents' relationship of love without 
marriage. Alternatively, Miss Allan's exposure to education has afforded her the ability 
to choose a career as teacher and writer. Although during the early twentieth-century, 
there were few women who spoke out against marriage, their warnings could not compete 
with the majority's internalization of patriarchal imperialism. Incapable of persuading 
Rachel to select an alternative to marriage, and absent from the river excursion, Evelyn 
and Miss Allan are silenced by the overwhelming pressure from others to conform and 
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accept marriage as her future. And, distanced from the feminist views represented by 
Evelyn and Miss Allan, Rachel accepts Terence's proposal of marriage. 
Terence's engagement to Rachel begins to expose an aggressiveness in his 
behavior towards her. An argument ensues over Terence's demands to respond to 
congratulatory notes, and Woolfs use of folklore and fairy tale is significant in this 
climatic scene when Terence's violence causes Rachel to announce, "I'm a mermaid!" 
(298). Many folktales describe marriages between mermaids who might assume human 
form and human men. In many instances, the man steals the mermaid's cap, belt, comb, 
or mirror and while the objects remain hidden from her, she's obliged to live with him. 
If, however, she discovers the stolen object, she can return to the sea (Webster 755). 
Additionally, Hans Christian Andersen's Little Mermaid has the gift of a beautiful 
singing voice and as a musician at sea, Rachel embodies the life of a mermaid. At the 
moment when Rachel announces her defeat by Terence and his pressures, Rachel is 
wearing a green dress that is tom by his violence. Her identification as mermaid presents 
her as captive in terms of her impending marriage to Terence. 
Rachel's role as musician soon becomes overshadowed by her social 
responsibilities as a woman. When Terence asks how she spends her days, "Rachel's 
mind returns to a time when all there was was music, 'I used to play the piano for hours 
and hours"' (214). As Rachel continues, she begins to feel as though she is monopolising 
the conversation, but Terence insists that her description of her life does interest him, 
'"Partly because you're a woman,' he replied. When he said this, Rachel who had 
become oblivious of anything, and had reverted to a childlike state of interest and 
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pleasure, lost her freedom and became self-conscious" (215). As soon as she is reminded 
of her gender, she loses her freedom. Her life as a musician at sea has been literally and 
figuratively interrupted by social demands of patriarchy. 
Marina Warner provides feminist interpretation of "The Little Mermaid" and her 
analysis will assist in understanding Woolfs depiction of Rachel as mermaid. Hans 
Christian Andersen describes a mermaid who falls in love with a prince and desires an 
immortal soul like a human. She enlists the assistance of the sea witch who demands that 
she "lose her tongue" for payment in order to acquire human immortality. Her physical 
transformation from mermaid to human is exceedingly painful; "your tail will part and 
shrink into what humans call nice legs but it will hurt just as if a sharp sword were 
passing through you ... every step you take will be like treading on a knife sharp enough 
to cause your blood to flow" (Warner 398). The mermaid's sisters, in an effort to save 
her, bargain with the sea witch and receive a sword that if used to kill the prince will 
return the mermaid to her original form. Refusing, the mermaid ''throws herself into the 
deadly cold sea foam and dissolves into air" (Warner 398). 
Warner traces the mermaid's seductive voice to Homer's sirens in the Odyssey. 
The sirens are enchanted musicians who live by the sea seeking connection with passing 
sailors. Circe warns Odysseus to plug up his ears with wax so that he cannot hear them 
and their fatal song. "The content of the song is knowledge, the threefold wisdom 
possessed by beings who are not subject to time: knowledge of the past, of the present, 
and of the future" (Warner 399). It is female knowledge and the need to share this 
knowledge that nearly seduces Odysseus. 
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The relationship between women's voices and death echoes the warnings of anti-
feminists during Woolfs lifetime. Women who challenged institutions such as marriage 
were viewed as threatening to imperial doctrine. Therefore Woolfs protagonist is 
presented as a victim who is culturally gagged; Rachel continually experiences the 
inability to articulate her needs and feelings and her difficulty in communication mirrors 
the mermaid's muteness. She is introduced as one who had "a hesitation in speaking, or 
rather a tendency to use the wrong words, made her seem more than normally 
incompetent for her years" (20). At one point in the novel, St. John asks Rachel's 
opinion about Gibbon's The Decline of the Roman Empire to which Rachel responds, "I 
don't like it" (201). When St. John presses her to expand, however, she "was instantly 
ashamed of her figure of speech, for she could not explain it in words of sober criticism" 
(201). Her difficulty in explaining her dislike of Gibbon's work serves a dual purpose. 
First, Rachel, like the colonized inhabitants of Santa Marina, does not communicate well 
in the English language. Rachel's music serves to communicate what she is incapable of 
articulating. Second, the reference to Gibbon's Decline of the Roman Empire echoes the 
setting as well as the protagonist's role in The Voyage Out. Both Rachel and the island's 
natives are reduced to commodities and therefore lose their independence and ultimately 
their lives. 
During the mermaid scene in the novel, Rachel complains of Terence's 
interruptions: " .. here am I, the best musician in South America, not to speak of Europe 
and Asia, and I can't play a note because of you in the room interrupting me every other 
second" (292). Terence attempts to silence Rachel's music, her only way to 
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communicate. Just before Terence becomes violent he worries that, "if we stood on a 
rock together, you'd throw me into the sea" (298). Eventually, "He caught her in his 
arms as she passed him, and they fought for mastery, imagining a rock, and the sea 
heaving beneath them. At last she was thrown to the floor where she lay gasping, and 
crying for mercy. 'I'm a mermaid! I can swim,' she cried, 'so the game's up.' Her dress 
was tom across, and peace being established, she fetched a needle and thread and began 
to mend the tear" (298). 
The above passage reveals the similarity between Andersen's mermaid and 
Rachel. Like Andersen's mermaid, Rachel plays her music and is interrupted by her 
beloved; she must decide between her life at sea and a life with Terence in England. In 
an effort to highlight Rachel's role as mermaid, Woolf describes the conflict with nautical 
language, "the sea heaving beneath them." The power struggle over whose identity will 
survive occurs in this very moment and Terence's dominance triumphs much as 
Andersen's prince survives. After this incident, Terence describes "an order, a pattern 
which made life reasonable," and which ensured that Rachel would find people "not 
separate and formidable, but practically indistinguishable, and she would come to love 
them when she found that they were like herself' (299). His description of England as an 
ordered and patterned nation reveals the power of the empire over individuality. Rachel 
not only loses her life as musician, by succumbing to the patriarchal empire, she literally 
becomes a casualty to ' nstitutionalised tradition. 
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Mrs. Dalloway: Woolf's Exposure of the Empire Within 
The science of sexology and pressure to marry, characteristic of the pre-war years 
during which The Voyage Out is set, only increased in the aftermath of World War I. 
Lisa Haefele writes, ''the reinventing of Englishness in postwar British society included 
the ideological appropriation of established institutions of culture and recreation" 
(Haefele 210). Woolf responded in October 1922 by stating in her diary her intentions 
exactly, "In this book [Mrs. Dalloway] I have almost too many ideas. I want to give life 
and death, sanity and insanity; I want to criticise the social system, and show it at work, 
at its most intense" (Diary 248). Woolf demonstrates how the characters in Mrs. 
Dalloway internalise their culture's assumptions about gender, marriage, and empire as 
they respond to post-war pressure to return to a state of"normalcy." 
According to Zwerdling, "The fundamental conflict in Mrs Dalloway is between 
those who identify with Establishment 'dominion' and 'leadership' and those who resist 
or are repelled by it" (130). Indeed, characters such as Richard Dalloway, Hugh 
Whitbread, Lady Bruton and Sir William Bradshaw support the British Empire and 
display all the success due its loyal subjects. Characters who wholly reject or challenge 
the Empire's dictates such as Peter Walsh, Miss Kilman, and Septimus Smith are clearly 
marginalized. The novel's setting, the middle of June 1923, is constantly juxtaposed with 
moments from characters' pasts illustrating the impact that imperialist ways of thinking 
have had on their lives. By depicting these characters' lives, Woolf shows how 
individuals fall prey to the pressure to marry and become part of the establishment. 
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Mrs. Dalloway opens with a scene that sets the tone for the entire novel. When 
Clarissa Dalloway buys flowers for her party, a great explosion from a motor car disrupts 
the peace of a quiet summer day. The explosion distracts everyone "from the middle of 
Bond Street to Oxford Street" who "had just time to see a face of the very greatest 
importance" and yet "there was nothing to be seen except a square of dove grey" (19). 
Clarissa assumes that the mysterious figure is the Queen, speculating that she and the 
Queen might both be having a party tonight. Clarissa's sense of identification with the 
Queen gives the reader some insight into where Clarissa's loyalties ultimately lie. 
Although unable to identify the occupants within the car, many speculate that it must 
have been the Prime Minister, the Queen, or the Prince of Wales; they "looked at each 
other and thought of the dead; of the flag; of Empire" (25). Many gaze upon the car with 
the utmost respect: 
they perceived instinctively that greatness was passing, and the pale light of the 
immortal presence fell upon them as it had fallen upon Clarissa Dalloway. At 
once they stood even straighter, and removed their hands, and seemed ready to 
attend their Sovereign, if need be, to the cannon's mouth (26). 
The reference to the cannon's mouth reminds the reader how many people died in World 
War I in protecting the British Empire. John Keegan explains that the war inaugurated 
"a time of intense, almost mystical patriotism." Certainly Clarissa's and the crowd's 
response to the nameless powerful person in the car suggests the hypnotic pull of national 
identity. 
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Although some respond to the figure in the car with great admiration and pride, 
others respond differently. For example: "In a public house in a back street a Colonial 
insulted the House of Windsor which led to words, broken beer glasses, and 
a general shindy, which echoed strangely across the way in the ears of girls buying white 
underlinen threaded with pure white ribbon for their weddings" (25-26). Some women 
are buying wedding garb, implying support for marrying and repopulating the Empire, 
but those who might challenge the Empire's far-reaching power find themselves fighting 
in a public house. Woolf ties these two responses together, introducing the expected 
roles of men and women within the empire: men should fight and protect; women should 
marry and repopulate. The car symbolises a faceless power regulating social attitudes. It 
introduces the Empire's effect on its subjects and the blind obedience indicative of those 
who uphold certain imperial values. And finally, it introduces the violence and hatred 
that can be roused by challenging its power. 
Originally, Woolf entitled the motor car passage "The Prime Minister" (Vallins 
250). Lloyd George was Prime Minister during Woolfs writing of the novel and he was 
very concerned with re-establishing peace and a sense of order in post-war Britain: "In 
spite of the upheaval created by the war, there was also an overwhelming desire to return 
as soon as possible to pre-war conditions. A widely articulated desire for a return to 
'normalcy' conditioned the response to the post-war world" (Stevenson 97). Woolfs 
decision to leave the car's occupants unidentified, however, reinforces the ideology of 
Britain's conditioned response of reverence to anything representing imperialism. 
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Britain's need to return to normalcy and order is expressed through the continued, 
rhythmic chiming of Big Ben. Its constant presence within the lives of all the characters 
emanates from the House of Parliament, where laws are made. Big Ben's chime creates a 
type of social hypnosis during certain key scenes; it envelops the minds of all who can 
hear it, "Big Ben strikes. There! Out it boomed. First a warning, musical; then the hour, 
irrevocable. The leaden circles dissolved in the air" (5). At one point in the novel, 
Clarissa is considering the importance of love, but she is interrupted by the chiming; "as 
ifBig Ben were all very well with his majesty laying down the law, so solemn, so just, 
but she must remember all sorts of little things besides .. " (193). Her thoughts shift 
from introspection to the responsibilities of being a party hostess. Clarissa appears to be 
in trance-like state of mind similar to that of Rachel when considering her feelings for 
Terence. Imperial subjects are prone to social anesthesia encouraged by the knowledge 
that they are conforming to conventions passed down from generation to generation. 
Just as Rachel and Clarissa's thoughts are swayed by imperialistic traditions, Septimus' 
dissention is met with Big Ben's hypnotic chimes which drown out his protests, "The 
clock was striking--one, two, three; how sensible the sound was; compared with all this 
thumping and whispering like Septimus himself' (227). Big Ben's presence personifies a 
sense of order and tradition that lulls its subjects into a hypnotic sleep. 
Woolf examines, in Mrs. Dalloway, the roles of imperial subjects and how they 
are constructed by the discourses in which they are immersed. Zwerdling describes her 
examination as "how people-real and imagined-have negotiated the conflict between 
what they want and what is expected of them. Her characters are free agents but must 
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respond to the demands of the world around them" (5). Woolf illustrates the way that 
Clarissa Dalloway, Septimus Smith and others are shaped by their environments and 
internalize the imperial constructs that surround them-specifically traditional ideas 
about gender and marriage. In illuminating the characters' responses to these complex 
societal pressures, we are given intimate portraits of the way characters attempt to repel 
or accept gendered social codes in the post-war era. 
Zwerdling describes one such social code, the ability to control one's emotions, 
particularly important for men. With Peter Walsh's introduction we are privy to his 
difficulty with emotional composure when he visits Clarissa. In fact, Zwerdling proposes 
that, "Peter's tears and moments of joy are paler variants of Septimus's rages and 
rapturous visions" (136). Peter's contradictory commentary and responses to certain 
imperialist social codes provide insight into a character who periodically succumbs to 
cultural pressures. In one instance, he may act emotionally or challenge marriage and 
everything that Richard Dalloway represents, and in the next he intends to appeal to 
Richard for letters of recommendation as colonial administrator in India. 
Woolf depicts Peter as a threat to Imperial Britain when she describes Peter and 
Clarissa's encounter as a "battle": "sitting side by side on the blue sofa, [they] challenged 
each other" (66). Reminiscent of Odysseus's wife Penelope, a symbol of faithfulness, 
Clarissa sits in her room sewing, awaiting the arrival of her husband. The connection can 
be taken further: as Odysseus, travelling :from country to country, represents the 
coloniser, so Richard represents Imperialism. And, Peter's confrontation about marriage 
echoes Penelope's suitors who threaten the stability of Odysseus's monarchy. Peter with 
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the obsessive opening and closing of his pocket knife and Clarissa "taking up her needle" 
seem armed for combat when Peter questions: '"Tell me,' he said, seizing her by the 
shoulders. 'Are you happy, Clarissa? Does Richard-"' (71). Peter's intrusion reveals 
his emotionalism and threatens the established marriage of a politician and his wife. 
Clarissa's emotions, too, are provoked by Peter's presence, but she never 
verbalises or gives validity to her feelings; and although tearful, she remains intact. 
Peter's behaviour, however, illustrates his inability to control himself: 
I know what I'm up against, he thought, running his finger along the blade of his 
knife, Clarissa and Dalloway and all the rest of them; but I'll show Clarissa-and 
then to his utter surprise, ... he burst into tears; wept; wept without the least 
shame, sitting on the sofa, and the tears running down his cheeks" (69). 
Peter, incapable of repressing his feelings, recognizes his failure in the Dalloways' 
world: "in the Dalloway's sense ... he was a failure" (64). Peter's inability to control 
his emotions coincides with his contempt for the Dalloways' marriage and position. He 
intrudes physically, by "seizing her by the shoulders" and verbally by questioning 
Clarissa's happiness. Peter's challenge symbolizes his role as adversary with regards to 
the Empire and the Dalloway marriage. 
Later in the novel, while walking through Trafalgar Square, Peter comments on 
his surroundings: 
Boys in uniform, carrying guns marched with their eyes ahead of them, marched, 
their arms stiff, and on their faces an expression like the letters of a legend written 
round the base of a statue praising duty, gratitude, fidelity, love of England ... 
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marched, past him, past every one, in their steady way, as if one will worked legs 
and arms uniformly, and life, with its varieties, its irreticences, had been laid 
under a pavement of monuments and wreaths and drugged into stiff yet staring 
corpse by discipline (76-77). 
Peter parallels the soldiers with the statues around Trafalgar Square and acknowledges 
that throughout his life, he too has "achieved at length a marble stare" (77). He admits 
that he has become a casualty to duty and yet immediately after making this 
acknowledgement, he sees himself as one who is momentarily free from the demands of 
uniformity, "He had escaped! Was utterly free-as happens in the downfall of habit when 
the mind, like an unguarded flame, bows and bends and seems bout to blow from its 
holding" (78). Later he finds himself feeling, simultaneously, sentimentality and 
abhorrence for England, "disliking India, Empire, and army as he did," coupled with a 
"pride in England" (82). His thoughts reveal ambivalence about his relation to the 
Empire, but this burst of liberation from social convention illustrates his desire to release 
himself from its grasp. 
Although lulled to sleep by an ordered society secure with ritual and tradition, he 
discovers in his dreams a more sinister view of London, seeing in his sleep "the figure of 
the mother whose sons have been killed in the battles of the world .. where the women 
stand knitting and the men dig in the garden, the evening seems ominous .. about to 
sweep them into complete annihilation" (87). He ''woke with extreme suddenness, 
saying to himself, 'The death of the soul' (88). Previously, he has been impressed by the 
soldiers and by the statues dedicated to great men, but his dreams illustrate the reality 
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behind the legends, the death of almost five million soldiers in the name of the British 
Empire (Wilkenson 119). This dream is also a foreshadowing of Clarissa's party, where 
the death of a war veteran (Septimus Smith), will be announced and Peter will comment 
on the death of Clarissa's soul caused by her marriage to Richard. 
Peter's emotionalism and thoughts offer a critique of imperialism, as he is 
seduced by its grandeur in one moment and yet repelled by its dominance in the next. 
His personal life, his unrequited love for Clarissa, divorce, and now involvement with a 
married woman, meet with little success. His professional life, also, meets with 
continued failures, as there is a lack of mutual respect between him and his peers. And at 
times he seems directly critical of those aligned with the government, as when he thinks, 
"God knows the rascals who get hanged for battering the brains of a girl out in a train do 
less harm on the whole than Hugh Whitbread and his kindness" (263). Although he asks 
for assistance, he intends to ask Richard, "what they were doing in India-the 
conservative duffers' (244). Those aligned with the empire all agree he's a failure: Lady 
Bruton, Richard and Hugh agree that Peter returns from India "battered, unsuccessful .. 
. there was some flaw in his character" (162). Peter is marginalized in part because his 
lack of conventionality and his anti-imperialism alienate the governing class. 
An invitation to Clarissa Dalloway's party signifies social acceptance. Peter's 
quasi-imperialism allows for an invitation with reluctance, but Miss Kilman will never 
receive one. Although Miss Kilman tends to be viewed by critics as quite a negative 
character, Zwerdling describes her sympathetically, seeing her as much a war victim as 
Septimus Smith: 
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Dismissed from her teaching position because 'she would not pretend that the 
Germans were all villains' (136), she must earn her living by occasional tutorial 
instruction. The degrading poverty and isolation her dismissal brings 
about embitters her profoundly, ... But what hope is there that the discreditable 
feelings Doris Kilman harbors-her lesbian attachment to Elizabeth, her class 
rage, her contempt for British jingoism during the war-could ever see the light 
of day? The lid of convention is heavily and firmly in place in the world around 
her, and so her intense emotional life must be lived entirely in her own mind, 
where it takes on a nightmare quality comparable to that of Septimus. She, too, is 
alone (133). 
Woolf reveals, through Miss Kilman, the paradoxical situation of women in a country 
that has permitted them the right to vote, receive an education, and achieve financial 
independence, yet prevents them from breaking free from cultural constraints. The 
governing class marginalizes Miss Kilman for her representation as a non-conformist; she 
is seen as insignificant in the eyes of Richard and, worse, as the object of intense hatred 
from Clarissa. 
Like Peter, Miss Kilman poses a threat to Clarissa, who views Miss Kilman as a 
rival in terms of her daughter's future. Miss Kilman indeed opposes Clarissa's influence 
and refers to her as "Fool! Simpleton! You have known neither sorrow nor pleasure; 
who have trifled your life away;" Clarissa has chosen marriage and a subservient position 
to further her husband's career (189). Miss Kilman wishes to "unmask her" (189). And 
in return, Clarissa thinks of Miss Kilman as "her enemy .. with all that power;" (265). 
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When Miss Kilman prepares to take Elizabeth to the stores, for example, she is described 
as being armed, "for primeval warfare" (190). Clarissa feels as though she is losing the 
battle for control of her daughter to Miss Kilman; "With a sudden impulse, with a violent 
anguish, for this woman was taking her daughter from her, Clarissa leant over the 
banisters and cried out, 'Remember the party! Remember our party tonight'" (191). 
Once alone with Elizabeth, Miss Kilman inquires whether or not Elizabeth is planning on 
going to the party and advises that, "she [Elizabeth] must not let parties absorb her" and 
then encourages Elizabeth to consider her future, "Law, medicine, politics, all professions 
are open to women of your generation" (198). Miss Kilman attempts to warn Elizabeth 
of the Empire's pressure to marry and have children (199). 
Doris Kilman is antithetical to Imperial thinking; as an unmarried, German 
woman who opposed the Great War, Miss Kilman epitomizes the Empire's greatest 
threat. Additionally, and to further the threat, she is a lesbian. Miss Kilman is in love 
with her pupil, Elizabeth; it is just before the party when her affections for Elizabeth are 
revealed, "Miss Kilman could not let her go! This youth, that was so beautiful, this girl, 
whom she genuinely loved! (199). And, later, the extent of Miss Kilman's passion is 
evoked, "if she could make her hers absolutely and forever and then die; that was all she 
wanted" (200). Miss Kilman's emotions are strikingly similar to Clarissa's emotions for 
Sally: "if it were now to die "'twere now to be most happy.' That was her feeling-
Othello' s feeling" (Abel 96). Sheila Jeffreys writes that spinsters were viewed as a 
"social nemesis"; as a lesbian, Miss Kilman's rejection of heterosexuality obviously 
undermines the institution of marriage. As Clarissa denies her lesbianism, marries and 
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has a child to protect social order, she must continue to protect the next generation, 
demanding Elizabeth's attendance at the party. 
Miss Kilman views Elizabeth's invitation to Clarissa's party as an invitation to 
Clarissa's way of life, for which she has little respect. As an educated woman with 
controversial opinions, "she would not pretend that all Germans were villains ... had her 
degree. She was a woman who had made her way in the world. Her knowledge of 
modem history was more than respectable" (187,190). She represents Egalitarian or old 
feminism, a minority of well-educated feminists who attempted to oppose the war and 
continue to fight for equality after the war. Miss Kilman's feminism challenges the 
Empire and her role is to encourage Elizabeth to question the motives of her parents and 
their cohorts. What Miss Kilman communicates to Elizabeth is that she has the freedom 
to decide her own path, that marriage and motherhood need not be her only option. 
Unfortunately, "Mrs. Dalloway had triumphed. Elizabeth had gone" (201 ). And Miss 
Kilman remains alone, outside the realm of social convention. 
Most profoundly, though, it is Septimus Warren Smith who is pushed beyond the 
bounds of cultural acceptance. He has been shaped by imperialist thinking, enlisting as a 
soldier in World War I ("Septimus was one of the first to volunteer"), and then, 
succumbing to social pressures, "he had married his wife without loving her" (130; 137). 
Unfortunately, the reality of his experiences in the war cannot be contained; he breaks 
through the same sort of "marble stare" that Peter describes the statues as having, and 
continuously attempts to communicate the truth: the reality of war. His attempts 
ultimately bring about his demise, and his marriage only brings tragedy to his wife. 
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Rezia, Septimus' wife, falls victim to the pressures of marriage and rapidly 
acknowledges, "It was she who suffered" (35). "Every one gives up something when 
they marry" Rezia reflects. "She had given up her home" (100). She has sacrificed her 
own happiness and found herself in a loveless marriage with a man who ultimately 
destroys himself. 
Initially wholly committed to the war, Septimus is rewarded with promotions. 
Unlike Peter, who gets emotional, Septimus, initially, maintains his stoicism. With social 
acceptance comes success; if one controls one's emotion, or in the case of 
Septimus, buries one's emotions, then one can continue to be a part of the imperial 
machine. Septimus, "congratulated himself upon feeling very little and very reasonably. 
The War had taught him .... the last shells missed him. He watched them explode with 
indifference" (131). Immediately after the war, Septimus becomes "engaged [to be 
married] one evening when the panic was on him-that he could not feel" (13). 
Eventually, however, he begins to question why he is incapable of any sensitivity and 
concludes "it must be the fault of the world then-that he could not feel" (133). Still 
under the impression that Septimus has wholly accepted his place within the imperial 
machine, the Empire continues to reward him, "At the office they advanced him to a post 
of considerable responsibility. They were proud of him; he had won crosses. 'You have 
done your duty; it is up to us-" began Mr. Brewer; and could not finish so pleasurable 
was his emotion" (133). 
Once Septimus begins to question or challenge the Empire, however, his success 
begins to diminish. He views the world as a big lie: "One cannot bring children into a 
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world like this. One cannot perpetuate suffering, or increase the breed of these lustful 
animals" (135). He finally recognizes his own marginalization within a society that 
demands militaristic obedience and procreation. "He is a victim not only of the war but 
of the peace, with its insistence that all could be forgotten and the old order re-
established. The pressure to do so is eventually t<>o much for him, and he succumbs" 
(Zwerdling 133). He intends to reveal the imperialist glorification that inspires men to 
become soldiers and women to become wives as a fas9ade; he intends to expose the 
reality of these institutions that can bring about death but his rejection of this fa9ade leads 
to his stigmatisation and death: ''The London Woolf portrays not only is insensitive to his 
suffering but requires his sacrifice to maintain its belief in the justness of war" (Barrett 
26). 
Sir William Bradshaw serves as one of the Empire's henchmen: "Sir William not 
only prospered himself but made England prosper, secluded her lunatics, forbade 
childbirth, penalised despair, made it impossible for the unfit to propagate their views 
until they, too, shared his sense of proportion-his if they were men, Lady Bradshaw's if 
they were women" (150). His role then, is to "shut people up" (154), facilitating the 
inner-workings of the imperial machine. Woolfs links him explicitly to the Empire 
when she personifies as goddesses the two qualities he supports: 
Proportion has a sister, less smiling, more formidable, a Goddess even now 
engaged-in the heat and sands of India, the mud and swamp of Africa, .. 
Conversion is her name .. to impose ... desires power .. love, duty, self sacrifice 
initiate institutions ... , and feasts most subtly on the human will .. " (151). 
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This description provides an understanding of what Imperial Britain expects of its 
subjects, a manipulation of thoughts, a conversion in order for England to carry on 
uniformly. 
Woolf describes both Lady Bradshaw and Lady Bruton in terms of this 
conversion and their subjugation to the British Empire. The description of Lady 
Bradshaw exposes her loss of autonomy, as she marries and becomes a virtual servant to 
her husband's demands. Lady Millicent Bruton is hostess to political initiators and "had 
the thought of Empire always at hand" (274-5). Although unmarried, she plays surrogate 
wife to politicians and men with position like Hugh Whitbread and Richard Dalloway. 
Both women embrace their roles as hostesses, as supporters, of the Empire. 
According to Lady Bruton, Richard Dalloway' s "first duty was to his country" 
(168). But this duty to his country is inseparable from his attitude toward his marriage 
and his wife. With the post-war pressure to return to normalcy, Susan Kingsley Kent 
points out, "Conservative and reactionary images of masculinity and femininity emerged 
as British society sought the e·stablishment of harmonious marital relationships a 
resolution to the anxieties and political turmoil caused by the Great War" (Peace 140). 
The flowers he buys for his wife exhibit his patriotism. The purchase of red and white 
roses is a symbolic gesture: reminiscent of the War of the roses, they link love, marriage, 
and national identity. "He liked being ruled by the descendant ofHorsa; he liked 
continuity; and the sense of handing on the traditions of the past" (179). Though Richard 
would rather live in the country caring for animals, he is immersed in social codes and 
finds himself almost a personification of the empire he serves. 
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Z werdling, defining Proportion as "atrophy of the heart, repression of instinct and 
emotion," cites A.D. Moody's point that the governing class must, "turn away from the 
disturbing depths of feeling, and towards a conventional pleasantness or sentimentality or 
frivolousness" (124). The character of Richard Dalloway, according to Zwerdling, is 
incapable of telling his wife that he loves her; moreover he can't even say the word "I." 
Richard has been engulfed by the imperial machine and can only consider himself part of 
the whole mechanism. Therefore, he thinks in terms of"we," as a Member of Parliament. 
His success in society depends on stifling emotion; thus his relationship with Clarissa is 
compromised and emotional communication between the two ineffective. 
A.D. Moody describes Clarissa as an "animated mirror," a reflection of the way 
one behaves to achieve success within the shallowness of the governing class. Like the 
powerful appeal of the Empire, Clarissa seduces characters within the novel with her 
charm; almost everyone seems attracted to her. Indeed, she understands how to 
manipulate the social game to achieve acceptance. With the great pressure to return to 
normalcy, to marry, to have children and coexist peacefully, Clarissa acknowledges her 
own role: '"She did things to make people think this way or that perfect idiocy she knew" 
(13). She has gained all of the material wealth and social recognition warranted for one 
of her position; as Tuzyline Jita Allan points out: "Clarissa understands the profit motive, 
be it class privilege or money," which "estranges women like Clarissa from her sexual 
self' (107). Her sexual repression, however, creates an internal crisis that haunts her 
daily life-- how would her life have been different if she and Richard had never married? 
Her internalisation of imperial ideology has led Clarissa to sacrifice her sexual identity 
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and as a result, her mind continually reverts back to the days just prior to her courtship 
with Richard, when she and Sally were going "to reform the world" ( 49). 
Clarissa complies with the selflessness demanded of her as wife and hostess, but 
occasionally regrets her loss: 
'Oh if she could have had her life over again!' she thought, stepping on to the 
pavement, 'could have looked even differently!' .. She had the oddest sense of 
being herself invisible; unseen; unknown' there being no more marrying, no more 
having children now, but only this astonishing and rather solemn progress with 
the rest of them, up bond Street, this being Mrs. Dalloway; not even Clarissa any 
more; this being Mrs. Richard Dalloway' (14). 
The pressure to marry and lose her individuality is a symbolic reflection of the entire 
Empire and its subjects; in order to succeed, as Mrs. Dalloway has, one must repress 
personal desires and embrace the demands of the larger social structure. 
The novel opens with Clarissa's attempt to connect with her internal desires, 
"What was she trying to recover? What image of white dawn in the country" (12). In 
Miss Pym's flower shop, Clarissa seems reminded of a previous moment in her life by 
the colours and aromas of the flowers: 
There were flowers: delphiniums, sweet peas, bunches of lilac; and carnations, 
masses of carnations. There were roses; there were irises. Ah yes-so she 
breathed in the earthy garden sweet smell ... snuffing in, after the street uproar, 
the delicious scent, the exquisite coolness ... every flower seems to burn by itself. 
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.. as if this beauty, this scent, this colour, and Miss Pym liking her, trusting her, 
were a wave which she let flow over her ... (18). 
As she steps out of the city smells and sounds of London and into the quiet of the flower 
shop, Clarissa's senses are awakened and revert to her time in Bourton; the moment, 
however, is interrupted by the explosion of a motor car. 
Clarissa's experience in the flower shop resembles her kiss with Sally Seton in 
Bourton: "Then came the most exquisite moment of her whole life passing a stone um 
with flowers in it. Sally stopped; picked a flower; kissed her on the lips ... the radiance 
burnt through" (52). Unfortunately, just as the motor car disrupts Clarissa's moment in 
the flower shop, Richard Dalloway interrupts her relationship with Sally Seton. 
Clarissa's error in greeting Richard as "Wickham" (Jane Austen's villain in 
Pride and Prejudice) further suggests Richard as the wrong suitor for Clarissa. Both the 
motor car and Richard Dalloway are representations of the empire. 
The novel dramatizes the way Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Smith internalise 
their identities as imperial subjects. Clarissa's party is the novel's climax, revealing the 
parallel roles played by Clarissa and Septimus. Zwerdling describes Clarissa's party, the 
culmination of the entire day and lives of the characters in the novel as "a kind of wake" 
(122). Similarly, J. Hillis Miller reads all of Mrs. Dalloway as All Soul's Day-the day 
when the dead return, "the resurrection of the past into the actual present of the 
characters' lives" (111). In my interpretation, this wake is for two casualties, Clarissa 
and Septimus. Clearly, the mention of Septimus's suicide at Clarissa's party is 
significant as it reflects Clarissa's symbolic death, her loss of identity through marriage. 
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Clarissa has meticulously planned this party in every detail, and yet a number of guests 
attend that Clarissa either did not expect to invite or did not invite at all: Peter, Clarissa's 
cousin, Ellie Henderson, and Sally Seton, now Lady Rosseter, arrives unexpectedly. 
These unexpected guests, too, suggest a wake in which relatives and friends from the past 
attend in order to mourn. Septimus' s death from shell shock makes him a casualty of 
Britain's demand that he protect the empire; and Clarissa's rejection of her 
homosexuality, a death of sexual identity, results from Britain's pressure to marry and 
repopulate. 
Clarissa's sexual identity is symbolized through the "mermaid-like" dress that she 
wears to the party. Like Rachel, in The Voyage Out, Clarissa's inability to communicate 
her anguish and societally imposed heterosexuality echoes Andersen's mermaid who is_ 
subjected to various forms of physical mutilation, having her tongue cut out and the 
splitting of her mermaid tail. The tear in Clarissa's dress is reminiscent of Rachel's 
ripped dress in The Voyage Out. Also linking her to Rachel is her courtship by 
Dalloway on a small island on a lake in Bourton, where, like Andersen's mermaid, she 
sings. As it does for Rachel, the engagement, causes Clarissa to be "in bed with 
headaches" (95). Rather than die from these headaches, Clarissa suffers a figurative 
death through loss of identity. 
In the post-war era, lesbians were considered a threat to the empire; Clarissa 
marries Richard and rejects Sally, making a conscious decision under serious cultural 
pressures. Sally, too, has been shaped by social constraints, marrying and bearing five 
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sons for the empire. If Clarissa and Sally's relationship had continued, both would have 
lost their economic and social status. Clarissa's "mermaid-like dress" symbolises her loss 
of identity. As Clarissa repairs her dress in preparation for her party, her situation, again, 
resembles that of Andersen's mermaid when losing her soul: "Fear no more, says the 
heart. Fear no more, says the heart, committing its burden to some sea, which sighs 
collectively for all sorrows, and renews, ... And the body alone listens to the passing 
bee; the wave breaking; the dog barking, far away barking and barking" (59). Clarissa's 
experience suggests loss of soul, leaving only the body's shell, a loss depicted as the 
presentation of the heart's pain to the sea. Peter Walsh acknowledges Clarissa's loss 
when remembering their time in Bourton, '"The death of the soul.' He had said that 
instinctively, ticketing the moment as he used to do--the death of her [Clarissa's] soul 
(89). Tuzyline Jita Allan describes Clarissa's decision as rejecting her own lesbian 
desire to have a relationship with Sally Seton: "What is happening behind the mask of the 
'perfect hostess' is the deadening of Clarissa's soul" ( 109). 
Critics point out that imperialist literature tends to reinforce traditional values and 
that men and women share the same stifling effects of being pressured into their 
gendered roles: "women were regarded as stoical, civilising but generally submissive, but 
then again, the characteristics extolled for men were bravery, endurance discipline and 
duty-the similarity of values is striking" (Johnson 131 ). Septimus and Clarissa 
exemplify a symmetry in the way in which their lives have been shaped by their 
environment. "Every time she gave a party she had this feeling of being something not 
herself' (258), Woolfs narrator says of Clarissa. At this particular party she is forced to 
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confront this loss, "Oh! Thought Clarissa, in the middle of my party, here's death," (279). 
Moreover, "She felt somehow very like him-the young man who had killed 
himself'(283). Septimus Smith's death echoes that of Clarissa in the sense that both 
experience the loss of self, either figuratively or literally. But, his insistence that the 
world should know, " ... he knew the truth! He knew everything! That man, his friend 
who was killed, Evans, had come, he said. He was singing behind the screen" emulates 
the sirens' expression of knowledge to Odysseus. Evans' s singing could be interpreted as 
a warning, the knowledge that the British Empire deceives people into sacrificing 
themselves to war and marriage. Upon hearing the truth from Evans, Septimus' death is 
inevitable, for rather than plugging the ears with wax, the Empire employs Sir Bradshaw 
to "shut him up." Clarissa and Septimus's death intersect on the night of the party as 
Mrs. Dalloway's dons the mermaid-like dress: incapable, like Andersen's mermaid, of 
communicating her distress. 
According to Quentin Bell's biography of Virginia Woolf, "Mrs. Dalloway .. to 
some extent may be identified with Kitty Maxse, and Kitty's sudden death in October 
1922-she fell from the top of a flight of stairs and Virginia believed that she had 
committed suicide" (87). Kitty Maxse, who encouraged Vanessa's entrance into society 
and disapproved of Bloomsbury, represented for Woolf the appeal and 
dangers of social acceptance. Upon hearing of Kitty Maxse's death, Woolf remembers, 
"her earrings, her gaiety yet melancholy, .. Not that I ever felt at my ease with her. But 
she was charming-very humorous" (lliill:Y 206). In the last stages of completing Mrs. 
Dalloway, Woolf writes in her diary: 
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.. in my last lap of Mrs. Dalloway. There I am now-at last at the party, which 
is to begin in the kitchen, and climb slowly upstairs. It is to be a most 
complicated spirited solid piece, knitting together everything and ending on three 
notes, at different stages of the staircase, each saying something to sum up 
Clarissa. Who shall say these things? Peter, Richard, and Sally Seton perhaps: 
but I don't want to tie myself down to that yet (Diary 312). 
This passage illustrates the relationship between Kitty Maxse's death of falling down the 
stairs and Mrs. Dalloway's descent down the stairs, at her party. 
Peter Walsh can speak of Clarissa only in glowing terms despite her shallowness. 
His final words in the novel reflect both his admiration and his horror, '"What is this 
terror? What is this ecstasy?' He thought to himself. . . 'It is Clarissa, he said. For 
there she was'" (296). Clarissa embodies the internalisation of the belief systems that 
surround her; all of the characters continue to seek refuge within their lives whether it be 
in the company of or in the memory of the ones they love. Ultimately, she represents 
what each character strives for: a sense of security, a companionship, human connection. 
When Sally describes Clarissa as a bit of snob and then concludes, "Are we not all 
prisoners?" (293), she illuminates the dilemma that people face, as they internalize an 
ideology that provides security through social acceptance. They are all imperial subjects 
who have internalized cultural values in varying ways and to varying degrees and Woolf 
conveys this criticism of imperialism and traditional gender roles by juxtaposing the 
characters' inner-conflicts. Sally appears to have achieved a level of contentment with 
her life. Perhaps she, and the others, recognize the limits to their self-understanding and 
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freedom; yet they are simultaneously seduced by the momentary pleasures and sense of 
security that their lives of conformity offer them. 
Like her mother, Elizabeth also must negotiate her identity amid the pressures of 
Imperial Britain. The character of Elizabeth embodies the attitudes of young women at 
the time Woolf was writing Mrs. Dalloway. As new feminism was gaining momentum, 
women who had previously demanded equality now embraced their roles as wives and 
mothers. Louise DeSalvo states that "Woolf enacts the idea that personality is 
determined by one's personal history, and one's personal history can only be understood 
in terms of gender, class, social movements, and history" (14). In the aftermath of World 
War I, young women internalized traditional ideas about gender and marriage even as 
they recognized new opportunities for independent careers. Clarissa recognizes the 
impact of her environment on her daughter: "Her mother could see that-the 
compliments were beginning. That she did not care more about it-for instance for her 
clothes-sometimes worried Clarissa" (205). Elizabeth considers her life away from 
Clarissa's attitudes and "she was delighted to be free ... She might be a doctor. She 
might be a farmer. Animals are often ill .. whatever her mother might say, to become 
either a farmer or a doctor" (206-208). Elizabeth allows herself to entertain the idea of 
equality through imagining her life in previously male-dominated careers. In the post-
war era, women felt that they had gained by changing many social institutions. But they 
also faced tremendous pressure to accept traditionally gendered roles in the domestic 
sphere. 
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Ultimately, it is Richard's approval that overshadows all others at the party: "she 
went to him and they stood together" (295). Elizabeth's relationship with her father 
signifies an acceptance of pro-establishment ideology. Her attendance at the party 
underscores her assimilation into societal norms, as she ignores her barking dog, a 
reminder of her previous interest in animal health. Her father doesn't even recognize her 
at first, wondering, "Who is that lovely girl? And suddenly he realized that it was his 
Elizabeth" (295). Elizabeth acknowledges his attention by going over to her father, and 
they" .. stood together now that the party was almost over, looking at the people going 
and the rooms getting emptier and emptier" (295). Just as Rachel is introduced into 
courtship by Richard's kiss, Elizabeth is aligned with Richard's introduction at the party. 
She has taken her place, at her father's side. With Clarissa's symbolic death, Elizabeth 
assumes the role of hostess and assistant to her father. "Woolf was particularly interested 
in how girls and young women were systematically discouraged from taking their work 
seriously-if indeed they were even permitted to think they had another vocation other 
than that of ministering to men" (Zwerdling 223). At the party, Elizabeth is described as 
"a lily," a funeral flower, a product of Clarissa and Richard's endorsement of marriage 
and a symbol of Elizabeth's death of identity (295). 
Wharton-Smith 57 
The Triumph of Civilization 
In The Voyage Out, Virginia Woolf illustrates how, both at home and abroad, 
domestic attitudes dictate a culturally imposed social order. Cannadine explains that "in 
social terms, the British colonies of settlement were about the export of hierarchy'' ( 41 ). 
This exportation is evident in The Voyage Out, where British citizens are so confined by 
their own cultural values that their experiences in Santa Marina only mirror domestic 
political and social issues that exist in England. Woolf furthers this investigation in Mrs. 
Dalloway, which reveals the internalization process of domestic attitudes that reverberate 
from home to abroad and back again. 
While both novels focus on the negative effects of marriage on women, there are 
subtle differences between them. In The Voyage Out, we witness Rachel dying as a 
result of societal pressures to marry whereas Mrs. Dalloway presents Clarissa accepting 
marriage but continually assessing this life-altering decision. The changes may reflect 
Woolfs changing personal and socio-political environment. As pre-war feminist rhetoric 
warned of the dangers of marriage, Woolf wrote The Voyage Out--while herself 
considering Leonard's proposal of marriage. The Voyage Out may reveal, through 
Rachel's similar dilemma, her apprehensions and concerns about the loss of her 
independence. After twelve years of marriage, Woolf was writing Mrs. Dalloway, the 
suffrage movement had been diluted, and the post-war push to return to normalcy 
encouraged marriage as she conducts an examination of the decisions that have brought 
Clarissa to a point of retrospection. 
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In the two novels, the depictions of Richard Dalloway and of spinsters may express 
not only a shift in cultural attitudes, but quite possibly Woolfs own resigned acceptance 
towards marriage. In The Voyage Out, the passion which characterized the sex war is 
exhibited in the polarization of characters such as Richard Dalloway, who adamantly 
opposes equal rights for women, and Miss Allan, who has become successful as an 
independent, single woman. The Richard Dalloway in Mrs. Dalloway, by contrast, has 
softened and no longer engages in misogynistic discourse. Rather, he reconstructs a 
symbolic Bourton, a room where Clarissa can have sanctuary, and brings flowers as an 
expression of love. In an environment where the suffrage movement has turned its 
energies toward the endowment of motherhood, spinsters like Miss Kilman were 
increasingly marginalized; Christabel Pankhurt and others-like Miss Kilman-even 
engaged in religious revivalism as part of an effort to "escape compulsory heterosexuality 
and sexual intercourse, particularly when, after the war, sex reform was stripping away 
the prestige which feminism had sought to create in spinsterhood" (Jeffreys 148). 
Woolfs increasingly gentle treatment of Richard Dalloway and her increasingly harsh 
treatment of spinsters (The Voyage Out's Miss Allan is a much more appealing character 
than Miss Kilman) may suggest that she herself softened in her attitude toward marriage 
(Clarissa, after all, unlike Rachel, marries and survives). Alternatively, she could be 
simply depicting realistically the psychological impact that the changing socio-political 
climate had on men and women like the Dalloways and Miss Kilman. 
Despite these differences, both novels, finally, depict a culture intent on marrying 
off its women. In The Voyage Out, the sea offers neutrality to Rachel, who has been 
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sheltered from the social pressures of patriarchal obedience, resulting in her being 
"incompetent for her years" (20). Her father, however, inevitably recognizes that it is 
time for her to be socialized, to make Rachel a "great help to me" who can hostess 
parties, supporting him and his endeavour to become a Member of Parliament (Cummins 
206). Rachel's ''voyage" outside her sheltered world on board the Euphrosyne introduces 
her to her socially gendered identity as wife and hostess. Woolf reveals the social 
pressures on Rachel through narration: "the world expressed itself glad that two people 
should marry." Ironically, the decision to marry brings about Rachel's physical death 
(290). Similarly in Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa's sanctuary has been Bourton where, 
"sheltered," she "knew nothing about sex-nothing about social problems" (49). Both 
women embark on a quest for knowledge: Rachel searches for guidance through the 
Dalloways and various guests in Santa Marina, whereas Clarissa retrospectively engages 
in an internal exploration of her life as wife and hostess. And for both women marriage 
seems both inevitable and destructive. Unlike Rachel and Clarissa, Elizabeth is able to 
imagine her future in terms of career choices, although the pressure to return to normalcy 
in the aftermath of World War I impedes any realistic execution of her intentions. As the 
novel concludes, Elizabeth has become hostess of the party, a symbolic acceptance of 
"new feminism." 
Through social conventions and the examples of others, Rachel and Clarissa 
absorb the message that marriage is their only option. Rachel buries her desire to be a 
musician in order to focus on marriage, much as Clarissa ignores her lesbian sexuality to 
marry and assist Richard in his career. Rachel and Clarissa become casualties of the "sex 
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war" just as Septimus Smith falls victim to the "real war." Upon hearing the sirens from 
Smith's ambulance, Peter says of the sound, which he sees as evidence of imperial 
Britain's efficiency, "it is one of the triumphs of civilisation" (229). The same could be 
said-ironically-of what happens to Rachel and Clarissa. 
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